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ABSTRACT 

The United States, by executive order, has unilaterally forfeited assassination 
as an instrument of foreign policy. Some Americans now believe that a declared 
prohibition unreasonably limits U.S. capability to counter the national security 
threats posed by terrorists, revolutionaries and Third World crusaders. This 
thesis is an examination of the national security policy dilemma which political 
assassination presents. Circumstances are conceivable in which utilitarian 
calculations would endorse assassination as the most moral application of deadly 
force. Yet the draconian practice of assassination as an instrument of American 
foreign policy seems to contradict democratic ideals. This thesis details both 
arguments and draws two major conclusions. First, assassination cannot support 
long-term U.S. policy goals or warfighting efforts. Ultimately, such methods 
could weaken America's global position. Second, while assassination has no place 
in the U.S. warfighting arsenal, the assassination ban itself has become 
dysfunctional and requires reevaluation. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 



The United States has unilaterally forfeited assassination as an instrument of 
foreign policy. In 1976, President Ford issued Executive Order 11905 in response 
to allegations that in the early 1960s the CIA had been involved in plots to 
assassinate premiers Patrice Lumumba and Fidel Castro. Contained in this thirty- 
six page document were seventeen words prohibiting assassination: "No 

employee of the United States government shall engage in, or conspire to engage 
in, political assassination." Today the assassination ban is contained in Executive 
Order 12333. 

It is difficult to argue with the commendable moral perspective of the order. 
Yet some Americans now believe that a declared prohibition unreasonably limits 
U.S. capability to counter the national security threats posed by terrorists, 
revolutionaries and Third World crusaders. This thesis is an examination of the 
national security policy dilemma which political assassination presents. 

Those who favor rescinding the assassination ban contend that if a threat to 
U.S. national interests assumes a personal character, then the counter to that 
threat is justified, in the name of expedience, to do the same. This paper presents 
three arguments favoring this orientation. First, assassination could save lives. 
Since assassination goes directly to the source, it is a more humane application 
of deadly force. The second argument is that assassination may be an 
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indispensable weapon in a Third World regional or low intensity conflict. In 
many Third World nations, the lines separating armies from the personal agendas 
of the dictator are blurred to the point that it is difficult to effectively attack one 
without attacking the other. Finally, in many Third World states, the concept of 
nation differs from the Western version. It is the regime, not the security of the 
state, which is most highly prized. A deterrent threat which fails to target the 
regime, therefore, is ineffectual. 

Squaring off against these arguments are six practical and philosophical 
considerations. First, assassination, if attempted, is a highly complex operation. 
Defeating the security which surrounds military and political leadership may 
prove to be prohibitively difficult. The second argument against assassination is 
the difficulty of identifying agents to carry out such an operation. American 
soldiers are not assassins. If left to surrogates, U.S. political and military leaders 
would lose control over the endeavor. Third, there is very little historical 
evidence to suggest that assassination can accomplish its purpose. The linkage 
between a specific individual, particularly at the level of national leadership, and 
a disagreeable policy which his nation or organization may embrace, is often 
exaggerated and never completely clear. Forth, an assassination is only logical if 
the successor is more benign. However, predicting the identity and character of 
that successor is problematic. Fifth, if the United States chooses to assassinate its 
enemies, then, having set the moral agenda, it invites retaliation in kind. Finally, 
assassination, perceived by many to contradict democratic norms, may weaken 



America's global credibility and corrode its domestic consensus. 

From these arguments, this thesis draws two major conclusions. First, 
assassination cannot support long-term U.S. policy goals or warfighting efforts. 
Ultimately, such methods could weaken America's global position. Second, while 
assassination has no place in the U.S. warfighting arsenal, the assassination ban 
itself has become dysfunctional and requires reevaluation. 

Because the issue of assassination in American foreign policy is a* dilemma, 
and not an absolute, policy which treats assassination as an absolute, as the 
executive order does, is flawed. Surviving the changing patterns of the global 
political milieu necessitates a framework for decision making which is also 
capable of change and continual adaptation to new situations. This paper 
recommends, therefore, normalizing policy toward political assassination, thus 
allowing existing conventions and institutions to contain the matter. Normalizing 
assassination policy fixes the burden of moral deliberation on existing democratic 
institutions rather than specific laws. Only this form of regulation allows 
adjustment of policy in the light of discussion and experience. 



IX 



I. THE DEADLY DILEMMA 



Beginning on December 22, 1974, Seymour Hersh wrote a series of articles for 
the New York Times which profoundly influenced America's waning confidence 
in its government. Hersh alleged that the CIA, despite its charter prohibiting 
any security or police function within the United States, had conducted a massive 
domestic intelligence operation during the Nixon administration against the anti- 
war movement and other dissident groups. These revelations set in motion an 
extraordinary outburst of congressional and executive inquiries which uncovered 
even darker secrets: the CIA had plotted to assassinate foreign leaders! 1 

The timing of these disclosures could not have been worse for the CIA. 
Watergate was a recent memory. The pervasive attitude of distrust and suspicion 
on Capitol Hill was matched only by President Ford's desire to distance himself 
from the legacy of his predecessor and the specter of an imperial presidency. The 
President acted quickly, preempting congressional action. On advice of the 
Rockefeller Commission, 2 Ford issued Executive Order 11905. Contained in the 
thirty-six page executive order were seventeen words banning assassination: "No 



^ee Congress, Senate, Select Committee to Study Governmental Operations, 
Alleged Assassination Plots Involving Foreign Leaders (Washington, D.C.: U.S. 
Government Printing Office, 1975). 

2 The commission chaired by then Vice-President Rockefeller is formally 
referred to as the Commission on CIA Activities Within the United States. 
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